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BACKGROUND OF INVENTION 

The preset invention relates to systems and methods for providing scheduling, billing, and record 
keeping for consultants, referral agencies and independent contractors. More particularly, the invention 
relates to systems and methods for outsourcing scheduling, billing, and record keeping functionality for 
consultants, referral agencies and independent contractors and unified scheduling, billing, and record 
keeping for such services to employers hiring independent contractors for specific job requests through a 
thirdparty. 

DESCRIPTION OF RELATED ART 

The Interact is a global netw(Mrk of connected computer networks. Over the last several years, the 
Internet has grown in significant measure. A large number of computers on the Internet provide 
information in various forms. Anyone with a computer connected to the Internet can potentially tap into 
this vast pool of information* 

The most wide spread method of providing information over the Int^net is via the World Wide Wdb 
(the Web). The Web consists of a subset of the computers connected to the Internet; the computers in this 
subset run Hypertext Transf^ Protocol (HTTP) servers (Web s&^ers). The information available via the 
Internet also encon5)asses information available via other types of information servers such as GOPHER 
andFTP. 

Information on the Internet can be accessed through the use of a Uniform Resource Locator (URL). 
A URL uniquely specifies the location of a particular piece of information on the Internet. A URL will 
typically be composed of several components. The first component typically designates the protocol by 
which the address piece of information is accessed (e.g., HTTP, GOPHER, etc.). This &st component is 
sq)arated firom the remainder of die URL by a colon (':'). The remainder of the URL will depend upon the 
protocol component. Typically, the remainder designates a computer on the Int^et by name, or by IP 
number, as well as a more specific designation of the location of the resource on the designated computer. 
For instance, a typical URL for an HTTP resource might be: 



htlp://www>serverxom/dirl/dir2/resoiurcei3tm where http is the protocol, www.server.com is the 
designated computer and /dirl/dir2/resouce.htm designates the location of the resource on the designated 
computer. 

Web servers host information in the form of Web pages; collectively the server and the information 
hosted are referred to as a Web site. A significant number of Web pages are encoded using the Hypertext 
Markup Language (HTML) although other encodings using the extensible Markup Language (XML) or 
the Standard Generic Markup Language (SGML) are becommg increasingly more common. The 
published specifications for these languages are mcorporated by reference herein. Web pages m th^e 
formatting languages may include links to other Web pages on the same Web site or another* As will be 
known to those skilled in the art, web pages may be gen^ated dynamically by a server by integrating a 
variety of elements into a formatted page prior to transmission to a Web client. Web serves and 
information serv^ of other types await requests for the information that they receive from Internet 
clients. 

Client software has evolved that allows users of computers connected to the Internet to access this 
information. Advanced cUents such as Netscape's Navigator and Microsoft's Internet Explorer allow users 
to access software provided via a variety of information servers in a unified client environment. 
Typically* such client software is referred to as browser software. 

The networking of computers as a vehicle for distributing information and executing transactions 
provides a potential technology platform for implementing the consultancy billing systems and methods 
according to the present invention. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed to systems and methods for outsourcing bilUng and record keeping 
ftmctionality for agencies, consultants and independent contractors and unified billing and record keeping 
for such sa^ices to employers. In particular, a typical system acccH^ding to the present invention includes 
a billing and record keeping environment that may include one or more servers that provide the billing 
and record keeping fiinctionaUty. These or other servers may support access by agency, consulting and 
employing entities. Access to the environment may be via any suitable communication channel, which in 
a typical embodiment will be a computer network such as the Internet The one or more serv^ may 
include or connect to a data store for storing information about consulting and employing entities utilizing 
the environment. 



The employing entities may request services of consultants meeting selectable criteria including 
specific consultant education, pricing and certification criteria. An employing entity making a request 
may be matched with a consulting entity meeting the criteria selected in the request. In some 
embodiments, consolidating billing for various consulting entities participating in the environment may be 
prepared and presented to employing entities that used the services of the consultmg entities. In some 
such embodiments, electronic payment of the consolidated billing may be accepted and distribution of 
such payments to the appropriate consulting entities may be acconq>lished. In some embodiments, 
various tax or accounting related statements (e.g. yo&Ay 1099 statements) are prepared and distributed to 
consulting entities as appropriate. 

Agency entities utilizing the environment may post rdevant criteria concerning their respective 
services and the consultants available through such entities. Agency entities receive requests fi-om 
employing entities either via the environment or through third party sources. Individual consultants, or 
other authorized users representing agency entities, may enter billing information concerning ongoing or 
completed consulting projects. The environment may generate bills to employing entities based upon the 
billing data entered. The bills may be prepared and forwarded to employing entities. Where the agency 
entity participates in the enviroimient, the bill may be consolidated with billing fi-om other participating 
consulting entities prior to forwarding to employing entities; such consoUdated bills may be forwarded 
either via traditional channels such as mail or via electrcmic mechanism such as email or an interactive 
website (including, but not limited to various wireless mechanisms). In some embodiments, agency 
entities may also receive consolidated bilUng information with respect to work performed by particular 
consultants or for particular employing entkies. Further, some embodiments may support periodic 
generation of accounting or tax related statements; m such embodiments, interfaces may be included to 
support input of data relevant to such statements that may be in addition to or instead of afready entered 
billing data. 

In some embodiments, agency entities may serve as intermediaries between consulting entities and 
employing entities. Consulting entities will typically act as indq>endent contract<»-s working for such 
agency entities. Employmg entities may request job^ directly through the envkonment according to the 
present invention to registered agency entities in which case the agency entity will enter the job through 
the environment. In some raibodiments, the environment will seek to connect the requestor with 
consulting entities matching tiie criteria specified for the particular job. The environment may provide a 
variety of billing and record keeping fimctionality for agency entities/consulting entities. 



Additional advantages of the invention will be set forth in part in the description which follows, and 
in part will be obvious from the description, or may be learned by practice of the invention It is to be 
understood that both the foregoing general description and the following detailed description are 
exemplary and explanatory only and are not restrictive of the invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION 
OF THE DRAWINGS 

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in and constitute a part of this specification, 
illustrate one embodunent of the invention and together with the description, serve to explain the 
principles of the invention. 
FIG. 1 is a diagram of a typical system according to the present invention 
FIG, 2 is a diagram of a typical system embodiment including participation by agency entities. 
FIG. 3 is a depiction of an interface for initially accessing fimctionality of the present inventioa 
FIG. 4 is a depiction of a set of sample-generated invoices as seen by a consulting entity. 
FIG. 5 is a depiction of a sample-generated invoice as displayed to either an agency entity or an 
employing entity. 

FIG. 6 is a depiction of a typical mterfece by which us^ may register with an environment according 
to the present inventioa 

FIG. 7 is a dq)iction of an interface by which an agency or employing entity might enter a job into the 
present inventioa 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 
OF THE INVENTION 

A preferred embodiment of the invention is now described in detail. Referring to the drawings, like 
numbers indicate like parts throu^out the views. As used in the description herein, the meaning of "a," 
"an,'' and **the" mcludes plural reference unless the context clearly dictates otherwise. Also, as used in the 
description herein, the meaning of includes "in" and "on" unless the context clearly dictates 
otherwise. 

Ranges may be expressed herein as from "about" one particular value, and/or to "about" another 
particular value. When such a range is e>q)ressed, another embodiment includes from the one particular 
value and/or to the other particular value. Similar^, when vahies are expressed as approximations, by use 
of the antecedent "about," it will be und^tood tiiat the particular vahie forms another embodiment. It 
will be further understood that the endpoints of each of the ranges are significant both in relation to the 
othear endpoint, and independently of the other endpoint. 



FIG, 1 depicts one architectural embodiment. A typical system according to the present invention 
includes a billing and record keeping environment that may include one or more servers that provide the 
billing and record keeping flmctionality. These or other serv^ may support access by consulting entities, 
5 agency entities, and employing entities. Access to the environment may be via any suitable 
communication channel, which in a typical embodiment will be a computer network such as the Internet 
In some embodiments the access channel may provide security features; for instance, a secure socket layer 
(SSL) may be used with respect to an embodiment using the Internet as the access communication 
channel. The one or more servers may include or connect to a data store fot storing information about 
. 10 consulting and employing entities utilizing the environment 

The various components of the environment may communicate with each other through any suitable 

communication architecture including, but not limited to, a computer network such as an Ethmiet, token 
U rmg network or the Internet; a direct connection such as a bus connection, parallel or serial connection, 
4p null modem connection or wireless connection utilizing an appropriate communication protocol such as 

BLUETOOTH; and a dial-up connection. In embodiments wh^e a single computer may provide all 
Q functional components, the communication may occur via bus connections, inter-proc^s communication, 
Ul shared files or some combination of these methods or other commonly utilized communication 

mechanisms. 

m 

g| Tbe architecture seen in FIG. 1 uses ttie Internet as a communication channel allowing access to the 
P envkonment by consultmg entities and employmg entities. The environment uses a computer network 
such as the depicted Ethmiet to allow communication among the components of the environment; a router 
is included in the environment to manage spch communication within the internal network as well as 
25 managing the interface between the internal network and the Internet. The functionality of the 
environment is spread among a server cluster, a data store and, in some embodiments, a load balancing 

device. Where a load-balancing device is present, the device may be responsible for allocating and 
managing distribution of access among various elements within the server cluster and/or the data store. 
Consulting, agency and employing entities access the environment through standard Web browser 
30 software, FIG. 3 depicts a typical Web-based interface for entry to an environment according to the 
present inventioa 

The server cluster provides the bflling, reciM-d keeping, and access functionality of the environment. 
In one embodiment, the server cluster may be divided into access servers and application servers where 
35 the access servers provide electronic access fimctionality such as by electronic mail server(s) and/or Web 



6 



s^er(s) and the application servers provide the business functionality for supporting the billing and 
record keeping processes. . In one embodiment, the one or more servers in the server cluster may be 
supported via 80x86 compatible hardware platforms preferably using at least a PENTIUM in class 
microprocessor (Intel Corp., Santa Clara, CA). The hardware platform would have an appropriate 
operating system such as WINDOWS 2000 (Microsoft, Redmond, WA), WINDOWS/NT (Microsoft, 
Redmond, WA), MAC/OS (Apple Computer Inc., Cupertino, CA) or LINUX (or oth^ UNIX variant). 
Depending upon the hardware/operatmg system platform, appropriate server software may be included to 
support the desired appUcatiox^ email and Web so^^ functionality. In one embodiment, the Web s&rwer 
fimctionality may be provided via an Int^et Information Server (Microsoft, Redmond, W A). The enmil 
services may be supported via an Exchange Server (Microsoft, Redmond, WA). AppUcation servers in 
some embodiments may be iPlanet Application Servers (iPIanet B-Commerce Sohitions - A Sun | 
Netscape Alliance, Mountain View, CA). In one embodiment, the business application services may be 
provided tfirough programmed pages on the Web server; such pages may use VBScript, Java Applet 
and/or Servelet technology to provide server side business logic and may use JavaScript to support cUent 
side business logic. 

The data store provides for the storage and, potentially, the management of the data required by the 
environment. Information concerning consulting entities, agency entities rad employing entities 
registered with the environment will be stored in the data store. FIG. 6 depicts one possible mt&r&ce by 
which entities may register with a typical environment Further, information will also be stored 
concOTung the contracts and jobs the consulting entities may perform for the employing entities. The 
architecture of the data store may vary significantly in different embodiments. In one embodiment, 
relational database(s) are used to store and manipulate the data; in one such embodiment, one or more 
ORACLE 81 (Oracle Corp., Redwood Shores, CA) database management systems may be used in 
connection with a variety of storage devices/file servers. In other embodiments,^ the data store may use 
database systems with other architectures such as object-oriented, spatial, object-relational or hierarchical 
or may use other storage inq)lementations such as hash tables or flat files. 

In one embodiment, the environment is used for sign language mterpretation consulting. Further 
derails with respect to this embodiment are provided below. Those skilled in the art will understand that 
the principles outlined below will apply to othac consultancy fieldb typically billed via hourly and daily 
billing rates or per job/project rates such as con^uta programming, accounting, plumbing, HVAC 
contractors, mediation, legal, temporary employees/agencies (e.g. clerical, accounting, management), 
general contractors, attorneys, spoken/foreign language interpretation, home health, ligjiting technicians, 
court reporters or other similar fields. 



Consulting entities may regist^ with the environment to receive outsource billing and record keeping 
support. The consulting entity provide information about itself including location, size, business 
identification number, etc. Agency entities that use multiple consultants may also provide administrative 
fee/rate noark-ups to be applied when a consultant working for an entity accepts a job through the agency 
entity. The mark-up may be applied to the consultant' s hourly rate or to the overall job rate; further, the 
mark-up may be defined as a fixed increase or a percentage increase and may vary depending upon 
characteristics of a particular job or quaUfications of particular consultant poforming a job. For each 
consultant in the agency entity, billing rate, tax identification numb^ and certification/experience 
information is entered. The certification/exp^ence information may vary based upon the field of 
consulting. For instance in sign language interpretation, several national and state entities provide 
recognized certifications which may impact the billing rates for int^reters. The Registry of Interpreters 
for the Dea^ Inc. located in Silv^ Springs, Maryland provides Comprehensive Skills Certificate (CSC), 
Certificate of Interpreting (CI), Certificate of Transliteration (CT), Combined CI/CT (CI/CT) and 
Certified Deaf Interpreter (CDI). Other national or state entities may have other certification/experience 
levels. Another example of certification/experience may be in the plumbing field where experience levels 
are defined in terms of apprentice, journeyman and master. In some embodiments, scheduling restrictions 
may also be entered per consultant Depending upon the natwe of the consulting entity and the field of 
consulting, additional information may be required. 

For agency entities, location and business identification information should be enta*ed. Also, rates 
may be ent^ed for a particular en^loying entity. The rates in one embodiment may be fixed base rates 
that tiie employing entity will pay based upon certification/experience level of the hired consultant. 
Alternatively, the rates may be maximum base rates that the agency entity is willing to pay consultants 
with the required certification/experience level. The base rates may be furth^ categorized by job type. 
For instance in sign language intopretation, differing base rates may be provided based upon the field of 
content being interpreted such as general interpretation, legal, technical, medical or mental health. In 
addition, hourly diff^entials may be applied based upon the circumstance of particular jobs such as 
emergency consulting, aft^ hours consulting or highly technical consulting. In addition rates may be 
established for consultant travel time to and fi-om a p^cular comuiting job; these rates may be the same 
as for actual services or different The agency entity may also indicate the types of expenses for which the 
consultant may be reimbursed such as travel (potentiaQy including mileage, tolk, tram/bus/air/cab fere, 
parkmg, etc.), lodging and meals. 
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AgOTcy entities may also ^er requests for specific jobs; such a request would provide specific 
critma such as consultant's history, education, certifications and/or licenses. FIG 7 depicts the initial 
screen of an interface that might be used to enter information concerning a particular job; in this int^face, 
industry specific assignment type information for the sign language interpretation is included in the row of 
buttons depicted with the legend **To Proceed to STEP 2.J\ The environment will contact potential 
consultants meeting the employing entities criteria for the specific job. In addition, or instead, consulting 
entities may initiate a search for desired jobs for which the consulting entity may have qualified 
consultants. Once a match is found* a consultant can accent or reject a particular match. If rejected, 
additional matches may be requested. In one embodiment, all potential matched consultants are 
contacted, and the first to accept the particular job receives the contract. 

In some embodiments, agency entities may serve as intermediaries between consulting entities and 
employing entities. FIG. 2 depicts a block diagram of the architecture of a typical system including 
agency entities. Consulting entities will typically act as indq)endent contactors working for such agency 
entities. Agency entities may in turn act as mdependent contractors to employing entities. The 
environment will typically perform the functionality for agency entities described above with respect to 
employing entities. 

Employing entities may request jobs directly throu^ the environment according to flie present 
mvention to registered agency entities in which case the agency entity may enter the job through the 
environment Where agency entities enter the job, an analogous approach to the one described above with 
respect to employing entities may be used. In eith^ situation, the environment will seek to connect the 
requestor with consulting entities matching the criteria specified for the particular job. 

The environment may provide a variety of billing and record keeping functionality for agency entities 
including, without limitation, invoicmg of employing entities, automated receipt of invoices from 
consulting entities registered with the environment, record keq>ing interfaces for entering information 
related to work performed by consulting entities not registered with the environment and mark-up 
information for use in generation of invoice. Different embodiments may include (fiflfering mark-up 
schemes that may be based upon the type of job, the consulting entity performing the job, the employing 
entity requesting performance of the job or other suitable/industry specific criteria. 

After completion of a particular job, a consultant may enter data related to the services performed and 
wy required travel or expenses. The expenses that are entered are not limited to tiiose reimbursable by 
fte employing entity. The consultant will typically enter into the system any expenses related to the job 



that would eith^ be reimbursable or an allowable business related deduction with respect to the 
consultant's taxes. FIG. 4 provides a sample screen that might be used to summarize pending invoices for 
a particular consulting entity, and through appropriate interface elements, allow tracking of current 
invoices and entry of new invoices. Copies of appropriate invoices for the job are automatically generated 
for both the consulting entity and the agency entity, FIG, 5 provides an exMiple of the presentation of a 
lypical invoice from a consulting entity to an employing entity or agency entity. 

On a periodic basis (weekly, monthly, quarterly, etc) or upon demand, aggregated data may be 
provided to registered consulting entities and agenq^ entities. For consulting entities, aggregated 
statement for consulting cash flow may be prepared. For agency ami ^ploying entities, aggregated 
invoices for consulting services may be prepared. In certain embodiments, employing entities may pay 
tiie a^egated, or in some embodiments individual job, invoices electronically via an appropriate 
mechanism such as electronic fund transfer, electronic bill pay services or credit card. Funds received 
from electronic payment are distributed based upon tifcie presented invoices. Where less than the fiiU 
amount is provided by the employing entity, certain disputed invoices may not be paid or payments may 
be split in a prorated fashion among consulting entities included in an a^egated invoice. 

a tax period basis, aggregated data may be prq>ared by the environment for both consulting and 
agency entities. For consulting entities, mcome from business and allowable expenses can be 
consolidated into a rqjort suitable for tax preparation. In some embodiments, Ae environment may 
generate a downloadable or printable schedule C for an individual consultant as a consultmg entity. On a 
tax period bads for agency entities, the environment may generate information as necessary for reporting 
or tax purposes. Further, appropriate tax forms such as 1099s may be generated for each consulting entity 
perfonning work for the particular agency entity. Finally, the agency entity may also receive consolidated 
expense information related to expenses reimbursed; such reports may be broken down by particular 
consultmg entity and/or particular type of reimbursable expense. 

Throughout this application, various publications may have been referenced. The disclosures of these 
publicatiom in their entireties are haeby inccarporated by reference mto this application in order to more 
folly describe the state of the art to which this invention pertains. 

The embodiments described above are given as illustrative examples only. It will be readily 
appreciated that many deviations may be made from the specific embodiments disclosed in this 
specification without departing from the invention. 
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